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SINKHOLE AND SINKHOLE AREA TREATMENT 
PRACTICE INTRODUCTION 

USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service―Practice Code 527 

 
SINKHOLE AND SINKHOLE AREA 
TREATMENT 
Sinkhole and sinkhole area treatment is the 
treatment of sinkholes to reduce contamination of 
ground water resources and/or improve farm safety 
through the establishment of vegetative buffers, 
fencing, control of surface waters, and sometimes 
filtering the water entering or plugging the 
sinkhole.   

PRACTICE INFORMATION 
This practice is applied on any land where the soils 
and geologic conditions have led to the 
development of sinkholes. The primary purpose of 
sinkhole and sinkhole area treatment is to improve 
water quality and/or farm safety.   

Implementation of the practice usually involves: 

• Removing trash and other materials from 
the sinkhole 

• Establishing vegetative buffers 
• Fencing the sinkhole and buffer area 
• Developing nutrient and pest management 

plans for the drainage area 

• Installing a filter or plug in the sinkhole 
when an open sinkhole poses a safety 
hazard   

A geologic investigation of the potential impacts of 
the treatment on ground water, surface water, and 
the karst features is required and must be 
conducted by a qualified geologist. Other 
considerations are the diversion of excess surface 
waters, use of appropriate erosion and 
sedimentation control measures, and changes to the 
volume of surface water, which may disturb 
underground hydrology.   

COMMON ASSOCIATED PRACTICES 
Sinkhole and Sinkhole Area Treatment is 
commonly used in a Conservation Management 
System with Nutrient Management (590), Pest 
Management (595), Fence (382), Use Exclusion 
(472), Diversion (362), and vegetative buffer 
practices.   
For further information, refer to the practice 
standard in the NRCS Field Office Technical 
Guide and associated specifications and design 
criteria. 

The following page identifies the effects expected to occur when this practice is applied. These effects are subjective 
and somewhat dependent on variables such as climate, terrain, soil, etc. All appropriate local, State, Tribal, and Federal 
permits and approvals are the responsibility of the landowners and are presumed to have been obtained. Users are 
cautioned that these effects are estimates that may or may not apply to a specific site.   



 

 

The diagram above identifies the effects expected to occur when this practice is applied according to NRCS practice standards and specifications. These effects 
are subjective and somewhat dependent on variables such as climate, terrain, soil, etc. All appropriate local, State, Tribal, and Federal permits and approvals are 
the responsibility of the landowners and are presumed to have been obtained. All income changes are partially dependent upon market fluctuations which are 
independent of the conservation practices. Users are cautioned that these effects are estimates that may or may not apply to a specific site.        

4. Surface water 
controlled  

Sinkhole and Sinkhole 
Area Treatment (527) 

D.6 (+) Cost of 
installation and 
maintenance 

D.5 (+) Safety 

C.3 (+/-) Income and income stability 
(individuals and community) 

I.2 (+) Upland 
wildlife habitat 

I.8 (+/-) Net 
return 

Initial setting: Any land surface where the soils and 
geologic conditions have led to the development of 
sinkholes and where improved water quality and/or 
farm safety is needed 

D.3 (-) Ground water 
quantity  

1. Vegetative buffers 
established 

Start 

2. Trash / other 
material 
removed

Sinkhole and Sinkhole 
Area Treatment 
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I.6 (-) Mass 
movement of soil 

I.5 (-) Soil 
erosion 

D.4 (+) Slope stability 

3. Access 
restricted 

C.2 (+) Quality of 
receiving waters 

I.7 (-) Risk 
and liability  

C.2 (+/-) 
Biodiversity 

D.2 (+) Ground water 
quality 
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#.  Created by practice 

D.  Direct effect 

I.  Indirect effect 

C.  Cumulative effect 

Pathway 

(+) increase; (-) decrease

Associated practice

Nutrient Management (590) 

Pest Management (595) 

Rock filter

Gabions

PlugDiversion (362)
Riparian Forest Buffer 

(391) 

Filter Strip (393) 

Riparian Herbaceous 
Cover (390) 

5. Filling/closure 
(when adequate treatment not 
achievable by other means)

D.1 (+) Vegetative 
biomass and cover 

I.4 (-) Water 
available for other 
uses (human and 

ecosystem services)

I.3 (+/-) Cave and 
downstream aquatic 

habitats

I.1 (+) Landscape 
diversity 

Use Exclusion (472)

Controlled grazing 
(maintenance only) 

Fence (382)

Notes:  
Effects are qualified with a plus (+) or minus (-). These symbols indicate only an increase (+) or a decrease (-) in the effect upon the resource, not whether the effect is beneficial 

or adverse. 
 A geologic investigation is necessary to determine the potential magnitude of effects resulting from this practice.  Evaluation in a site-specific EA may be needed. 
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